This paper examines the accuracy of student-reported demographic characteristics, activities, and accomplishments provided through the American College Testing (ACT) Assessment Program. The accuracy of five background characteristics, nine extracurricular activities, and 15 special accomplishments reported by students completing the ACT Assessment Student ProfJle Section was examined. Data were collected on 477 students, who took the ACT Assessment in February or April of 1986, enrolled at 67 high schools. The students' responses were compared with the responses of high school staff to a questionnaire concerning student demographic data. Student response data were classified as congruent with school information, incongruent with school information, or incomplete. It was found that students generally reported such data with a high degree of accuracy. The typical rate of incongruent responses when school-and student-reported data were compared was about 10%; of this 10%, only about 6% of the students claimed credit for an activity or accomplishment that the school did not confirm. These results suggest that, for most purposes, colleges can be fairly confident that the reports of activities and accomplishments provided on students' ACT assessment records are accurate. The Student Profile Questionnaire is appended. (TJH) *******************************************************X***********2*** Reproductions supplied by EDRS are the best that can be made from the original document. *********************************************************************** 
A substantial amount of educational and social research is based on selfreported data. Subjects may, for example, be asked about their demographic characteristics (age, nationality, sex), their accomplishments (degrees, activities, awards), or their plans (education, career, community service). Naturally, researchers are concerned about the accuracy of such data and have conducted a variety of studies comparing self-reported data with data obtained from "official" sources such as school records, census data, and supervisors. In this paper, we examine the accuracy of data reported by college-bound students when they registered to take the ACT Assessment. In particular, we focus on the accuracy of student-reported demographic characteristics, activities, and accomplishments.
Accuracy of self-reported data by college-bound students has practical, as well as theoretical, importance.
Not only are self-reported data used in research, but they are an important part of the college admissions materials at most, if not all, institutions (Breland, 1981) .
Such information can help these institutions identify potentially successful students (Willingham, 1985) .
As colleges often rely on self-reported data to identify applicants with certain characteristics, there is a large body of literature related to accuracy of self-report by college-bound students. One of the first major studies on this topic was that of Astin (1965) . He reported (p. 14) that "Student reports of 'factual' items (about high school class size, father's occupation, extracurricular achievements in high school, etc.) are highly reliable; reporting of 'nonfactual' items (about future plans and aspirations) is somewhat less reliable."
Later studies tended to confirm Astin's findings.
Walsh (1967, 1968 ) conducted experiments in which subjects were presented with social and financial incentives to distort their responses. He found that accuracy of self-reported data was high and that, in general, the accuracy of experimental groups did not differ from tat of control groups; that is, the incentives offered did not lead to greater discrepancies between self-reported and "official" data.
These findings are particularly important because they imply that incentives such as college admission and scholarship eligibility may not adversely affect the accuracy of self-reported data as much as might be expected.
Further evidence that college-bound students do not, in general, tend to "fake good" on self-reported items was presented by Maxey and Ormsby (1971) . They found that the median level of agreement between student-reported data and school records was about 90% across items. In the remaining cases, students claimed an achievement not confirmed by the school about 6% of the time, and schools credited the students with accomplishments that they themselves did not claim about 4% of the time. As the participants in this study reported their achievements as part of registration for a college admissions test, it appears that they did not, as a rule, exaggerate to appear more attractive to the colleges of their choice.
Maxey and Ormsby further noted that, when discrepancies occurred, it was not always clear that the student had reported inaccurately.
In some cases, it appeared that official records were inaccurate or incomplete; in others, the wording of items was such that the student and school could have legitimately interpreted it differently.
In some cases where a discrepancy between student self-report and official records has been found, it appears that students simply did not have access to the information that was being requested.
For example, Armstrong, Jensen, McCaffrey, and Repolds (1976) found the accuracy level of self-reported class rank to be 54.8%. Underreporting as well as overreporting was common. The authors pointed out that although schools generally keep a record of the class rank of their students, many do not regularly disseminate this information to the students themselves. They noted that, comparatively speaking, students in their study reported their high school grades more accurately than their class ranks; Maxey and Ormsby (1971) and Valiga (1987) also found a high level of accuracy for student-reported grades. Baird (1976) examined the concurrent and predictive validity of self-reported information.
He concluded that: "It is often as valid as more extensive and expensive tests in simile-areas. This evidence suggests that one can believe and make decisions based on self-report information in a wide variety of areas as much as one can believe and use test information (p. 4)."
Conger, Conger, and Riccobono (1976) evaluated the test-retest reliability of self-report as a function of data collection procedures (mail-in or personal interview), item characteristics, respondent characteristics, and the interaction of these factors. They reported that reliabilities of contemporaneous factually-based items ranged from .67 to .92, and concluded that research findings should not be generalized across populations differing on respondent characteristics. Fetters, Stowe, and Owings (1984) also reported differences in accuracy by respondent characteristics. They found complex interactions; for example, the validity coefficients for "parental education" were higher for high SES students than for low SES students, but the opposite was true of "family income." Pace, Barahona, and Kaplan (1985) provided an interesting examination of a variety of factors that may affect the accuracy of student self-report. They concluded their report with this statement: "The quality of questionnaire answers (reliability, validity, credibility) depends most of all on the quality of the questions." That is, students report most accurately when asked questions that are clearly worded and unambiguous, and that request information that is generally known by the students.
The study described in this report was designed to determine the accuracy of the self-reported demographic characteristics, high school activities, and accomplishments of college-bound students who took the ACT Assessment. It was undertaken to determine whether the results reported by Maxey and Ormsby (1971) still generalize to students now seeking to enter college, nr whether admissions officers might be placing too much--or too little--confidence in the accuracy of these selfreported data. A further goal of this study was to determine whether different subgroups of ACT-tested students (categorized by sex, test date, and ACT Composite score) differ significantly in the accuracy of their self-reported data.
Method
The ACT Assessment Program is a comprehensive evaluation, guidance, and placement service for students and educators involved in the transition from high school to college.
It consists of four academic tests (English Usage, Mathematics Usage, Social Studies Reading, and Natural Sciences Reading), self-reported high school grades, the Student Profile Section, and the ACT Interest Inventory. At present, approximately a million college-bound students take the ACT Assessment each year.
The Student Profile Section (see Appendix A) is completed when registering for the ACT Assessment. Throue the 190 items included in the Student Profile Section, students provide information about their backgrounds, extracurricular accomplishments, special academic needs, academic plans, planned majors and careers, and satisfaction with their high schools. Twenty-nine items dealing with background characteristics, extracurricular activities, and special accomplishments were selected as the focus of this study.
Sample
The target population for this study consisted of students who took the ACT Assessment in February or April 1986. These two test dates were chosen to represent two distinct groups of college-bound students: February-tested students tend to 1 high school seniors and to have lower than average ACT scores, while April-tested students tend to be high school juniors and to have higher than average ACT scores. Students who took the ACT on other test dates during the year (October and December 1985, and June 1986) were not included because the students from these two test dates combined are fairly representative of students from all test dates; furthermore, restricting the study to two test dates substantially reduced the resources required.
The target population was operationally defined as students who took the ACT Assessment in February or April 1986, and who stated that they were enrolled in a high school in the sampling frame. The sampling frame for this study was constructed by matching two national high school files, one of which provided ACT test volume data and one of which provided information on affiliation (public, Catholic, and private non-Catholic) and SES. A stratified systematic random sample of high schools was then selected from this sampling frame. The stratification variables were: affiliation, SES, and location (region of the country). The strata and number of schools selected from each are summarized in Table 1 . a The SES codes are defined in the text.
The geographic stratification--Northeast U.S. versus the rest of the countrywas chosen in the expectation that it would be more difficult to obtain the cooperation of Northeast U.S. schools because of the lesser use of the ACT Assessment in that region.
In fact, the targeted number of public and Catholic schools in the Northeast was obtained for the sample, but we were unable to get any private nonCatholic schools in this region to participate. For the analyses, the private nonCatholic and Catholic Northeastern strata were merged and the weights adjusted accordingly.
The SES stratification was based on the estimated percentage of the population below the official federal poverty level (BFPL) in the district served by a school. Four levels of SES were used: 0 4.9% BFPL (A); 5.0 11.9% BFPL (B); 12 24.9% BFPL (C); and 25% or more BFPL (D). There were a few schools for which SES characteristics were not available; they were assigned to level C.
The desired sample sizes for each stratum were taken to be proportional to the total number of schools assigned to the stratum in the sampling frame. Within each stratum, schools were selected with probability proportional to the 1984-85 ACT test volume. This was done to minimize variation in sample size, which could have adversely affected the accuracy of results based on the sample data.
The sampling was accomplished by cumulating estimated enrollments for schools in the sampling frame.
Those schools for which the cumulated enrollment first exceeded critical values were selected for the sample. The critical values for a stratum "h" were k*Ehinh, for k = 1,...nft. Here, Eh is the total cumulated enrollment for stratum h, and nh is the desired number of schools to be selected from stratum h. Four times as many schools were sela,-A and invited to participate in the study as were actually needed for the sample. We sent a letter to each school, inviting it to participate and explaining the goals and methods of the study. In some strata, the desired numbers of schools were not achieved from the primary sample, and schools from a back-up sample were contacted. However, quotas were still not attained in two of the strata (see Table 1 ).
Within each sampled high school, a systematic. (1-out-of-N) subsample of the February and April ACT-tested students was selected. The sample size was taken to be eitner 9 or 10 for each school with 10 or more students, depending on which number more nearly evenly divided the total number of ACT-tested students in the school. At schools with fewer than nine ACT -tested students, all were selected.
The sample was designed so that the following precision in estimated student proportions would be attained: For a proportion (p) of students near .50, there would be a 95% chance that the estimated proportion p would differ from p by .05 or less.
Because the number of schools participating in the study (67) was slightly less than specified by the sampling design (75), the actual precision attained was also somewhat less than originally planned.
Data Collection
In this study, we examined the accuracy of five background characteristics, nine extracurricular activities, and 15 special accomplishments reported by students completing the ACT Assessment Student Profile Section. We determined the accuracy of students' responses by comparing them with the responses of high school staff to a questionnaire that requested information on these same characteristics. The 24 activities and accomplishments were selected to be those about which the school would be most likely to have a written record. To minimize "guessing" on the part of high school stkjf, a "don't know" response option was provided for each item. A copy of the questionnaire appears in Appendix B. Data were collected on 477 students enrolled at 67 high schools.
Analyses
For each item, the student's and school's responses were compared and assigned to one of three categories:
Congruent responses--Student and school both responded "yes" or both responded "no."
Incongruent responses--Student responded "yes" and school "no," or vice versa.
Incomplete responses--School responded "don't know," school left item blank, or student left item blank.
The percentage of item pairs falling in each category was then computed. All percentages were weighted to reflect the sample design.
Percentages of congruence were also calculated separately for student subgroups defined by sex, by ACT Composite score range, and by test date.
Finally, results of these analyses were compared with those reported by Maxey and Ormsby (1971) .
to
Results
In general, the results of this study parallel those described in the Introduction. The median percentage of student-school incongruent responses (Student "Yes" -School "No" and Student "No" -School "Yes") across items was about 10% (see Table 2 ). Table 2 shows that there was a considerable ralsge of incongruent and incomplete responses by item. Items for which student and school least often gave incongruent responses (10% or less) were:
Inspection of
Participated in a National Science Foundation summer program for high school students (2%) Placed first, second, or third in a regional or state speech or debate contest (4%) Debate (5%) Won a prize or award in an art competition at high school (6%) Received a superior rating in a state music contest (7%) Instrumental music (8%) Vocal music (8%) Participated in a state music contest (8%) Had a work of creative writing published in a school literary magazine or newspaper (8%) Participated in a work-study, distributive education, cooperative work program while enrolled in high school (8%) Varsity athletics (10%) Dramatics, theatre (10%) Two activities ("Departmental clubs" and "Intramural athletics") appeared to present by far the most difficulty to both students and schools.
Students claimed them without school confirmation; schools credited students who did not claim them; and schools indicated that they had insufficient information to respond. For both activities, responses were classified as incongruent or incomplete in over 40% of the pairs.
There were four other items that students claimed without school confirmation more than 10% of the time:
Exhibited a work of art at school (11%) Was appointed to a student office (12%) Worked on the staff of a school paper or yearbook (12%) Participated in one or more varsity athletic team events (12%) Finally, there were two other items that were checked "don't know" or left blank by the schools more than 10% of the time:
Had a work of creative writing published in a school literary magazine or newspaper (11%) Received all-city league, county, or state team awards (12%)
The mean number of incongruent responses per student was 2.8 (aut of 24 activities/accomplishments); the median was 2; and the range 0-14. The mean number of congruent responses was 18.6, and the median 20.
The mean number of responses for which congtuvace could not be determined was 2.6. Participated in a state music contest. Received a superior rating in a state music contest. Percentages of congruence for activity/accomplishment items were calculated separately for males and females, for the two test dates, and for different ACT Composite score ranges (less than 15, 15-22, greater than 22). There was a tendency for males to have a lower percentage of incongruent responses than did females, with statistically significant differences at the .05 level for seven items:
Vocal music Departmental clubs Was appointed to a student office Worked on the staff of a school paper or yearbook Had a work of creative writing published in a school literary magazine or newspaper Won a prize or award for scientific work or study Participated in one or more varsity athletic team events Females had a significantly lower percentage of incongruent responses than males for two items: "Exhibited a work of art at school" and "Won a prize or reward in an art competition at high school."
There was also a tendency for a lower percentage of incongruent responses to occur for students testing in April than in February. However, there were statistically significant differences between the two test dates for only three items: April-tested students had a lower percentage of incongruent responses for "Student government" and "Was appointed to a student office," and February-tested students had a lower percentage of incongruent responses for "Entered a school speech or debate contest."
No consistent trends in percentages of incongruent responses were found when data were examined by ACT Composite score range.
The authors originally planned to examine congruence of activity/accomplishment items by class rank, as well. The level of agreement between student and school on this item was 60%, a level somewhat higher than the 54.8% level of accuracy reported by Armstrong et al. (1976) .
However, as the analysis by class rank would have involved only students with verified class ranks, thus eliminating 40% of the student sample, this analysis was not done.
The sample size in this study was too small to examine differences in accuracy by race, economic level, educational aspirations, etc.
Previous research suggests that such varilles may be related to accuracy of self-report, although results have not consistently favored one group over others. The other background items for which data were collected were High school program, Race, United States citizenship, and Handicapped/Learning Disabled. Levels of incongruence were: High school program--25%; Race--7%; U.S. citizenship--1%; Handicapped/Learning Disabled--1%.
Ten of the accomplishment items examined in this study parallel items examined in Maxey and Ormsby's 1971 research report. Although the Maxey and Ormsby procedures and analyses differed somewhat from those in the present study, the level of accuracy appears to be similar for these 10 items when a correct:on is made for the lack of an "incomplete" category in the Maxey and Ormsby study.
Discussion
Previous researchers have generally reported a high level of accuracy in self-reported information when the information requested was known to the respondents and the request was phrased clearly and unambiguously. The present study confirms these findings. The typical rate of incongruent responses over items is about 10%, with about 6% of students claiming credit for an activity or accomplishment that the school said they were not entitled to. The authors of this study, like Maxey & Ormsby (1971), had no way of determining whether the student or the school had reported incorrectly in such cases. Thus, it appears that, for most purposes, colleges can accept at face value students' reports of their activities/accomplishments provided on their ACT Assessment records.
Nevertheless, a few caveats should be noted. The level of accuracy for activity/accomplishment items varied by item; most notably, the items related to departmental clubs and intramural athletics appeared to be confusing for both students and high school personnel.
Until these items can be revised, it would be appropriate to consider responses to them as less likely to be accurate. Background items with a high level of incongruence were High school rank and High school program. It is probable that, in the former case, students often are not provided with class rank information, even though the school keeps it on file.
In the latter case, the categories used in the item may not correspond with those used at a given school.
Moreover, while reporting was usually accurate, it was not so in all cases. Recall that the number of incongruent responses for a student ranged from 0 to 14. When a major decision (e.g., admission to college, granting of a scholarship) relies heavily on self-reported activities and/or accomplishments, it would seem appropriate to verify the accuracy of these data with the high school, where feasible. 
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ACT Student Profile Section
The Student Profile Section asks you for information about your background, interests, needs, and plans. It is designed to help you think about your educational future and to help colleges in their panning.
Information on racial/ethnic background, native language. marital status. religious preference, and physical disability is released only to institutions that request it in accordance with federal guidelines These institutions have promised to keep this information confidential You are not required to provide this information.
Be sure the information you provide is as accurate and complete as possible, because it will be used in various ways For example, a college may use your ACT Assessment information as your application for admission; the information would then become part of your basic record at the college. And some scholarship programs may need your answers to certain SPS questions in order to consider you for an award (See the notes to the college and agency code listing on page 31 of Registering for the ACT Assessment for program requirements.)
Mark your answers to the SPS on page 3 of your registration folder. Use the responses below to answer items 6-10 below. Yes, applies to me No, does not apply to me 6. I am a United States citizen. 7. I am a legal resident of the state I recorded on my registration folder Many colleges make special provisions or offer programs for students with certain types of physical disabilities. The following item provides colleges with a way to communicate with prospective students about these provisions and programs. Colleges have indicated to ACT that your response will be used only for this purpose.
8 I have a physical handicap or diagnosed learning disability that may require special provisions or services from the college I attend 9. I have served or am currently serving on active duty with the military forces. 10. I have previously earned college credit.
Educational Plans, Interests, and Needs
The items in this section deal with your special plans, interests, and educational needs. College Major and Occupational Choice
For questions 11-13, examine the list of majors on the next page that begins with number 100 and ends with number 370. When you have decided on your answers, blacken the appropriate ovals on your registration folder.
Since we could not list all possible occupations and majors (programs of study), you may not be able to find an exact description of the one you plan to enter If that is so, you may choose a general areafor example, 100 (Agriculture, General), 200 (Engineering. General), 220 (Fine and Applied Arts). If you are completely undecided, mark 000. This student has a physical handicap or diagnosed learning disability that may require special provisions or services from the college that he/she attends:
Yes No Don't know *** PLEASE COMPLETE OTHER SIM ***
